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Summary

Excess weight in early life is believed to increase susceptibility to obesity, and in
support of such theory, excess weight and fast weight gain in early childhood have
been related to overweight later in life. The aim of this study was to review the
literature on body size and growth in 0- to 4-year-old children and the association
with body size at age 5-13 years. In total, 43 observational studies on body size
and/or growth were included, of which 24 studies had been published in 2005 or
later. Twenty-one studies considered body size at baseline, and 31 studies con-
sidered growth which all included assessment of weight gain. Eight (38%) studies
on body size, and 15 (48 %) on weight gain were evaluated as high-quality studies.
Our results support conclusions in previous reviews of a positive association
between body size and weight gain in early childhood, and subsequent body size.
Body size at 5-6 months of age and later and weight gain at 0-2 years of age were
consistently positively associated with high subsequent body size. Results in this
review were mainly based on studies from developed Western countries, but seven
studies from developing countries showed similar results to those from developed
countries.
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Introduction

Intrauterine and post-natal life is believed to be critical
periods for programming of physiology and metabolism,
and thereby of the predisposition of various metabolic dis-
eases in later life, including obesity (1-3). Obesity with
early onset results in an increase in fat cell number, which
is thought to lead to increased susceptibility to obesity later
in life (3). These theories are supported by data from obser-
vational studies which have shown that high weight in
infancy is related to an increased risk of overweight in
childhood, adolescence and adulthood (4-7). Two reviews
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considered body size in 0- to 2-year-olds and the relation to
subsequent body size at any age (4,5). Baird et al. con-
cluded from 24 studies of people born in 1927 onto 1994
that large body size and fast weight gain was related to an
increased risk of obesity (4). In the other review, Ong
& Loos calculated an odds ratio for obesity of 1.8 for an
increase of =0.67 standard deviations (SD) in infant weight
gain compared to an increase <0.67 SD (5). A more recent
review by Singh er al., which includes publications up to
February 2007, showed that large body size at any age
between 0 and 18 years was related to adult overweight or
obesity (6). These data indicate an association between
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body size in early life and in later life. However, a large
number of new studies have emerged which were not
included in previous reviews. Furthermore, the association
has not been characterized in detail with respect to the
child’s age at measurement of growth.

We reviewed the literature on body size and growth in
0- to 4-year-old children and the association with subse-
quent body size. The association naturally becomes weaker
with an increasing time between baseline and outcome
measurement. Therefore, we restricted the outcome age
to a maximum of 13 years which makes results between
studies more comparable. We aimed to investigate the
direction and strength of association in age groups, within
the age range 0—4 years at baseline.

Methods

We searched for studies which reported on the association
between body size or growth in children 0—4 years old, i.e.
up to the fourth birthday, and body size at age 5-13 years.
Measurements at baseline for body size and growth that
were considered relevant were weight and height and any
combinations thereof such as weight-for-height, body mass
index (BMI, kg m~?) and ponderal index (kg m™). Measure-
ments of fatness such as skin-folds or waist circum-
ference were also considered relevant. The same factors were
included as outcome measures, with the exception of height.
We considered articles for inclusion if the association was
reported as relative risk or odds ratio, or if these estimates
could be calculated from the reported data, i.e. relative risks
for cohort studies, and odds ratios for case—control studies.
Use of linear regression or similar analyses was also consid-
ered relevant, as was comparison of levels of exposure and
levels of outcome. If none of these results were reported,
data on correlation coefficients between relevant factors
were included if these were available. Studies in which body
size had been assessed only at birth and cross-sectional
studies were not considered for inclusion. We restricted our
search to publications in English language.

Studies fulfilling these criteria were searched for by a
systematic narrative literature search. We first evaluated
studies included in the reviews by Baird et al. (4), Ong &
Loos (5) and Singh et al. (6), from which 18 studies were
included. Another 25 studies were found through ‘snow-
balling’ (8). The snowball search included systematic cita-
tion tracking, and screening of reference lists of articles
already identified for inclusion, and of key papers in child-
hood obesity research (e.g. Whitaker et al. (9), Ong et al.
(10), Reilly et al. (11) and Cole et al. (12)). PubMed and ISI
Web of Knowledge were used in the literature search. We
included articles published before 1 March 2010.

The quality of studies was assessed according to the
method suggested by the Centre for Reviews and Dissemi-
nation (13). We used the checklist for quality scoring as

described by Baird ez al. (14) with some modifications
(Appendix S1). Cohort studies were evaluated by eleven
criteria, and 12 criteria were used for case—control studies.
The criteria were used to assess appropriateness with respect
to study design, body size measurements, follow-up and
controlling of presumable confounders. Confounders that
were considered important to control for were sex, age,
infant feeding, and parents’ body size and socioeconomic
status. Each criterion was scored as —1, 0 or 1, and the sum
composed an overall quality score (mean = 0.3, SD = 3.0).
Studies were categorized as low (<—1), medium (-1 to 1) or
high (>1) quality. The evaluation was directly related to the
results that we report in this review, which did not always
correspond to the main analysis reported on in the study.
Each study was evaluated independently by two authors,
T.S.and C. M. R. or A. M. W. B., and disagreements were
resolved through consensus between the three authors.

Results

Forty-one of the 43 included studies were cohort studies,
and two were case—control studies. The study participants
were born between 1959 and 2006, and studies were
published in the periods: 1970-1984, eight studies; 1985—
1999, zero studies; 2000-2004, 10 studies; and 2005—
2010, 25 studies. Thirty-six studies (84%) originated
from developed countries in Europe, North America
and Australia/New Zeeland, and seven (16%) studies were
from developing countries (15) in middle/south America,
Asia and Africa (16-22). Twenty-one studies, based on
data from 20 cohorts, reported on body size at baseline
(Table 1), and 31 studies from 25 cohorts reported on
growth (Table 2). Nine of these studies reported on both
size and growth, of which in two studies the association
with subsequent body size had been analysed differently for
body size versus growth at baseline (38,40). We ranked the
quality of these analyses differently, which resulted in dif-
ferent overall quality scoring. Thus, we report on study (or
analysis) quality separately for body size and growth.

We rated six (29%) studies on body size to be of low
quality, and eight (38%) studies were considered as high
quality. The corresponding numbers for studies on growth
were five (16%) low- and 15 (48%) high-quality studies.
The most common sources of poor quality were high
dropout rates in prospective studies or low participation
rates in retrospective studies, and that measurements of
body size or growth were poorly assessed or described.
Other common sources of poor quality were the use of
inappropriate statistical methods to assess the association
between body size or growth and subsequent body size,
and poor control of potential confounders. The majority
of high-quality studies, 63% on body size and 73% on
growth, were published in 2005 and later.
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We here first summarize results from developed coun-
tries. Results from the seven studies from developing coun-
tries are reported separately.

Body size

In 19 studies on body size from developed countries, weight
(11 studies) and BMI (8 studies) were most commonly
used as measures of body size at baseline (Table 1). Weight
was the most common measure in children younger than 2
years, whereas BMI was more commonly used in children 2
years or older. BMI was most commonly used as outcome
measure of body size (13 studies). Few studies included
other baseline measures than weight or BMI, and few
included other outcome measures than BMI. No study
presented results for various measures of baseline body size
such that their strength of associations with subsequent
body size could be compared.

Less than 2 years of age

Fifteen studies reported on body size measured before 2
years of age, mainly assessed at age 5-6 months or later. In
11 of these studies, weight was used as the body size measure
at baseline (11,26,27,29,30,34-39). Weight at the highest
end of the distribution was related to significantly higher
subsequent weight (29,37,39) and BMI (11,26,27,35) in
seven low- to high-quality studies. In four of these studies,
baseline age was 6 months or less (26,29,35,37). No signifi-
cant association was observed in four studies with a small
sample size (7 = 216) (30,34,36,38). In a large high-quality
study, each SD higher weight at 1.5 years of age was
related to 0.29 SD higher BMI at 7 years of age (35). Two
high-quality studies reported on odds ratios for BMI
above percentile 95 at 7 years of age (11,27). In one of these
studies, there was a modest 1.05-fold increased odds per
100-g weight at 1 year of age (27). The other study showed
threefold higher odds for weight above versus below percen-
tile 75 at 8 months of age, which increased to 3.7-fold higher
odds for high weight at age 1.5 years (11).

Body mass index was measured at baseline in five studies
(24,25,33,37,38), and all (24,25,33,37), except one low-
quality study (38), showed a significant positive associa-
tion with subsequent BMI. Two studies reported on height
measured at 1 year of age, and none found a significant
association with subsequent BMI (34,38).

Two years or older

We identified seven studies of medium or low quality in
which body size at baseline had been measured as of 2 years
ofage (23,24,26,31,32,37,40). Five of these studies reported
on the association between BMI measured at two ages
(23,24,31,32,37), and all showed a positive association,
although it was non-significant in one study (23). One of the
studies with significant results showed that, at 2.5 years of

age, overweight versus normal or low weight on interna-
tional growth charts (12) was related to an odds ratio of 12.4
for overweight, and 25.5 for obesity, at 5 years of age (24).

Weight at 2—4 years of age was in two studies signi-
ficantly positively related to weight or BMI at 5-6 years of
age (26,37).

Growth

All 25 studies from developed countries had assessed
growth as weight gain, either in absolute level or as change
in z-score (Table 2). Ong et al. defined rapid weight gain as
a change in z-score higher than 0.67, which represents the
width between two percentile bands on growth charts with
percentiles 2, 9, 25, 50, 75, 91 and 98 (10). This definition
has been used in several later studies, including five in this
review (11,22,41,51,55). In addition to weight increase,
two studies also reported on height increase (34,40).
Similar to studies that reported on body size at baseline,
studies on growth most commonly reported on BMI as
outcome measure (17 studies). Fat mass percent or index
had been measured at outcome in eight studies, and weight
in four studies. Age at which growth had been measured,
and follow-up time, differed widely between studies. The
age range was between 0-3 weeks and 1-4 years. A number
of studies reported on growth between the exact ages 0-1
years and 0-2 years, for which we present the results sepa-
rately. We also summarize results for growth measured
at any period before 1 year of age, and for growth spanning
over age 2 years or later.

Any period before 1 year of age

In total 14 studies reported on weight gain at various ages up
to 1 year of age (27,35,36,40,42-44,48-50,52-54,56),
i.e. not counting studies assessing growth between the exact
time period of 0-1 year. Nine studies included infants
younger than 6 months of age. Five of these studies — four of
high quality — showed that high weight gain or change
in z-score measured between ages 0-6 weeks and 0-6
months were related to significantly higher subsequent
BMI (27,35,48,49,56), weight (48) or fat mass (48). In
three small studies (7 = 224) of medium or low quality, the
association was non-significant for growth at 0-3 or 0-6
months (42,53,54). The ninth study reported on the asso-
ciation between weight change z-score and subsequent BMI,
fat mass index and waist circumference (50). No significant
association was found for weight change between 0 and 3
weeks of age, but growth in later age periods up to 6 months
of age was significantly positively associated with BMI,
and fat mass index or waist circumference. In high-quality
studies, the effect size for one SD change in weight z-score at
ages ranging from 0-3 weeks to 3—-6 months were calculated
to 0.13-0.55 SD higher BMI at age 7-12 years (35,48,50).
One high-quality study reported odds ratios and showed
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that each 100-g weight gain between 0 and 4 months of age
was associated with 1.4-fold higher odds of having a BMI
above percentile 95 at 7 years of age (27).

Ten studies of medium or high quality that reported
on weight gain in grams or z-score change before 1 year of
age included growth after, or crossing over, 6 months
of age (36,40,43,44,48-50,52-54). Five of these studies
showed significant associations with subsequent body size
(40,48,49,52,54), three showed significant results in boys
only (36,43,44) and two studies showed no significant
association (50,53).

Birth to 1 year

Five low- to high-quality studies reported absolute weight
gain or change in z-score between 0 and 1 year of age, and all
showed a significant positive association with subsequent
BMI (11,34,38,45), or weight (39). In one study the weight
gain/birth weight ratio was a stronger predictor of sub-
sequent BMI than was height gain (34). One high-quality
study reported on odds ratios and it showed that high weight
change (z > 0.67) between 0 and 1 year of age was compared
to normal weight change (-0.67 =z = 0.67) related to
2.2-fold higher odds of having a BMI above the 95th per-
centile at 7 years of age (11).

Birth to 2 years

In six low- to high-quality studies, weight gain had been
measured at age 0-2 years, and all studies showed a sig-
nificant positive association with subsequent body size
(10,41,46,47,51,55). In four of these studies, rapid weight
gain was defined as a change in weight z-score higher than
0.67 (10,41,51,55). Karaolis-Danckert et al. showed that
such rapid weight gain, compared to change in weight
z-score =0.67, was related to 1.1 SD higher BMI and 1.7
units higher fat mass percentage at age 6 years (51), and it
was related to sixfold higher odds of BMI higher than
25 kg m™ on international growth charts (12) at age 7
years (41). Two other studies showed that rapid weight
gain was related to higher levels of a wide range of body
size measures in later life: weight, BMI, fat mass (absolute
and percent), skin-folds and waist circumference (10,55).

After 2 years of age

Three studies reported on weight change z-score between
approximately 1-3 years (54) and 1-4 years of age (40,49).
These studies showed that growth was significantly
positively related to BMI (47), fat mass percent (40) or
skin-folds (54), at 7-12.2 years of age. One of the studies
included a high proportion of children born small for ges-
tational age, and it showed that, compared to the lowest
quartile, weight change in the top quartile was related to
having six units higher fat mass percentage at 7.3 years of
age (40). In these three studies that assessed growth before
and after the second birthday, it remains unclear which

© 2011 The Authors

growth period, before or after 2 years of age, had the
strongest relationship to body size at a later age.

Body size or growth in developing countries

Seven studies originated from developing countries. These
studies were published in 2002 and later, and they were
evaluated as medium- or high-quality studies. In two studies
from Chile (17) and India (19), various measures of body
size measured at 6 months of age and later were significantly
positively related to BMI at 5 years (17), and fat mass at 6
years of age (19). The Indian study also reported on growth
in weight, height, mid-upper arm circumference and sub-
scapular skin-folds at various ages ranging from 0-6 months
to 3—4 years (19). A significant positive association with fat
mass was generally found for all baseline measures and ages,
in particular for weight. In four other studies, absolute
weight gain or z-score change (18,21,22), or change in BMI
z-score (20), in various periods between 0 and 2 years of
age, were significantly positively associated with BMI
(18,20-22) and other measures of body size (22) at 5-13
years of age. Another study, from Brazil, showed that high
change in weight z-score between 1 and 4 years of age, but
not before 1 year of age, was related to high BMI and fat
mass index at 9 years of age (16).

Discussion

The results of this review showed that large body size as of
5-6 months of age, and fast weight gain before 2 years of
age, are related to large body size at age 5-13 years. There
was consistent evidence of an association between fast
weight gain at 0-1 year and 0-2 years of age with large
subsequent body size. The association was also indicated
for growth in infants younger than 6 months of age. The
results in this review were mainly based on studies from
developed Western countries.

A weakness of this review is that included studies differed
largely in their design and methods, such as in children’s age
and follow-up time, body size measurements and statistical
analysis. Such heterogeneity between studies makes com-
parisons difficult, and a meta-analysis of data would include
only a minority of the studies. We tried to increase compa-
rability between studies by reporting results separately by
age and baseline body size measure, and by exemplifying
effect size only from results derived from regression analysis.
We further increased comparability by restricting outcome
age to a maximum of 13 years. It may be argued that this
approach reduced the importance of our results because an
association with overweight at primary school age may not
persist into adulthood. However, the relationship between
obesity in infancy and childhood and obesity in adulthood
has been well documented (4-6), and therefore we limited
our inclusion criteria for increasing homogeneity between

obesity reviews © 2011 International Association for the Study of Obesity 12, 637-652
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studies. Despite these actions to increase comparability
between studies, it should be noted that follow-up time
differed between studies, which also complicates the com-
parison of results. It should also be noted that, as in any
other review, there is a chance that our results were influ-
enced by publication bias. Studies with significant results
may be overrepresented because those are more frequently
published than are non-significant results (57).

Findings in our review were based on data from 18 studies
included in previous reviews on the topic (4-6) and on 25
additional studies. Conclusions in previous reviews of
a positive association between body size and growth in
infancy and childhood and subsequent body size were sup-
ported by the large number of recent studies in this review.
In our review, we investigated the association by age at base-
line in more detail than has been done previously, and we
found indications that body size and growth already before
6 months of age is related to size at primary school age.
Although these findings were fairly robust among studies of
body size and among high-quality studies of growth, further
studies are needed to specify the starting age in infancy at
which body size is linked to size in later childhood, and to
clarify if certain age ranges of growth are more strongly
related to body size several years later. It also remains to be
clarified if there is a threshold of body size and growth at
which risk of obesity increases steeply. Our and previous
reviews showed consistency in data between Western coun-
tries. We found indications that the results also confer to
developing countries, but these findings were derived from
only seven studies originating from these countries.

In a recent review by Monasta et al. on obesity risk
factors before 5 years of age, large body size or fast growth
was identified as one of five factors that in higher-quality
reviews have been related to subsequent obesity (7). The
other four risk factors were maternal smoking, no breast-
feeding or early cessation of breastfeeding, short sleep
duration and television viewing. Hypothetically, modifica-
tion of these risk factors could prevent early development
of obesity. Even so, evidence is sparse on the effect of
obesity prevention in the youngest children. This is shown
in another recent review by Monasta et al. who summarize
results from seven randomized controlled trials on obesity
prevention in children younger than 5 years of age (58).
In these trials of physical activity and/or healthy nutrition
or breastfeeding, little evidence was found for an effect on
obesity in the child. However, several methodological
limits of the studies were raised in the review. Taking it all
together, it is clear that large body size and fast growth in
the first few years of life are related to obesity in later life,
but it is unclear if and how they can be modified. Early
obesity development might be preventable if signs are
detected early and the right care is provided, but further
knowledge about efficient and safe actions to modify
weight and growth in the first years of life are needed.
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